Foreign-funded adaptation to climate change in Africa by Vink, M. (Martinus) & Schouten, G. (Greetje)
Foreign-Funded Adaptation to Climate Change in Africa:





PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency





Climate change impacts are most severe in developing countries with limited adaptive capacity. Accordingly, in
Africa, climate change adaptation has become an issue of international funding and practice. As suggested in
the Introduction to this special issue, administrative traditions could play a role in how adaptation plays out.
This, however, raises questions about how foreign funding regimes coincide with recipients’ administrative
traditions, especially on the African continent where administrative traditions are often meagerly established. To
address these questions, this article takes an explorative approach. From a literature review of African state
governance and development aid approaches, we take colonial legacy as the most distinctive factor responsible
for African administrative traditions. In addition, we define three ways in which foreign aid programs have
dealt with African administration: (1) aligning with donor administration, (2) blueprinting administration,
and (3) ignoring administration. Using 34 African countries’ National Adaptation Programmes of Action
(NAPAs), we analyze how African governments actually frame adaptation as a governance challenge. We
contrast these frames with: (1) administrative traditions based on colonial legacy and (2) the ways in which
development aid programs have historically dealt with recipient African administrations. Our findings indicate
that NAPAs only meagerly refer to the administrative tradition that could be expected based on colonial legacy,
but extensively refer to blueprint ideas common among international donors, or ignore administration
altogether. We discuss the implications for adaptation to climate change.
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La adaptacion al cambio climatico en africa fundada por extranjeros:
>reflejando las tradiciones administrativas o las tradiciones de planificacion
administrativas?
Los impactos del cambio climatico son mas severos en paıses en desarrollo con una capacidad
adaptativa mas limitada. Acordemente, en Africa la adaptacion al cambio climatico se ha convertido
en un tema de financiamiento y practica internacional. Como se sugiere en la introduccion a este tema
especial, las tradiciones administrativas podrıan jugar un cierto papel en como la adaptacion sucede.
Esto, sin embargo, plantea cuestiones acerca de como los regımenes de financiamiento extranjero
coinciden con las tradiciones administrativas de los beneficiarios, especialmente en el continente
africano, donde las tradiciones administrativas son a menudo solo escasamente establecidas. Para
responder a estas interrogativas, este documento utiliza un acercamiento exploratorio. Desde una
rese~na literaria de la gobernanza de estados africanos y acercamientos de ayuda para el desarrollo,
tomamos un legado colonial como el factor mas distintivo para las tradiciones administrativas
africanas. Ademas, definimos tres formas en que los programas de ayuda han lidiado con la
administracion africana: 1) alineandose con la administracion de los donadores, 2) esquematizando
la administracion, 3) ignorando la administracion. Utilizando programas de accion de adaptacion
nacionales (NAPAs) de 34 paıses africanos, analizamos como los gobiernos formulan la adaptacion
como un desafıo de la gobernanza. Contrastamos estas formulas con: 1) tradiciones administrativas
basadas en el legado colonial y 2) las formas en que los programas de ayuda al desarrollo han lidiado
historicamente con las administraciones africanas beneficiarias. Nuestros hallazgos indican que las
NAPAs solamente se refieren un poco a la tradicion administrativa que podrıa estar basada en el
legado colonial, pero extensivamente se refieren a las ideas de formulacion que son comunes para los
donadores internacionales o ignoran la administracion completamente. Discutimos las implicaciones
para la adaptacion al cambio climatico.
PALABRAS CLAVE: adaptacion al cambio climatico, administracion publica, formulacion de polıticas,
historia colonial, buena gobernanza, asociaciones publico-privado, construccion de capacidad, ODA,
polıtica, diagnostico institucional, Africa
Introduction
On the African continent, the adaptation of food production systems will be the
major challenge involved in climate change adaptation (Adger, Huq, Brown, Con-
way, & Hulme, 2003; Field, Barros, Mach, & Mastrandrea, 2014; Thompson,
Berrang-Ford, & Ford, 2010). Over the last 50 years, population growth has
increased the demand for food dramatically. Simultaneously, the combination of
relatively little infrastructure and limited access to markets, finance, and technology
means that large parts of the African food supply emanate from self-sufficient farm-
ing (Huisman, Vink, & Eerdt, 2016; World Bank, 2008). As rain-fed agriculture is
the mainstay of the African food supply, economy, and employment, African food
security and economies are strongly affected by changing precipitation patterns. To
a large extent, climate change adaptation therefore concerns the adaptation of
water management, the introduction of drought resistant crop varieties, the
improvement of farming technologies, and the adaptation of farming practices in
general (InterAcademy Council, 2004; Ringler, Zhu, Cai, Koo, & Wang, 2010;
World Bank, 2008). Hence, African food production is facing adaptation challenges
relating to the impacts of changing circumstances at large, which are amplified by a
changing climate (Adger et al., 2003; Field et al., 2014).
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The large scale of many adaptation interventions—such as introducing new crop
varieties or building robust infrastructure and the collective action required to
adapt systems like water management—is likely to require the involvement of pub-
lic administration systems (Bisaro & Hinkel, 2016; Jordan et al., 2015). As hypothe-
sized in the Introduction to this special issue, this could indicate that administrative
traditions play an important role in how adaptation to climate change plays out
(Biesbroek, Lesnikowski, Berrang-Ford, Vink, & Ford, in press; Biesbroek, Peters,
& Tosun, in press; Vink et al., 2014). Differences in administrative traditions (e.g.,
differences in state structure, state–society relations, accountability, openness of
bureaucracy, knowledge organization) can have consequences for how policies are
made, how policy reform plays out, and the pace and form of public bureaucracies’
attention to new issues (Biesbroek, Lesnikowski, et al., in press; Hyden, 2010; Pain-
ter & Peters, 2010; Peters & Pierre, 2016). However, the idea of administrative tra-
ditions remains largely a concept of comparative inquiry in the (Western) world of
well-developed public administration systems. Research on the character and role
of administrative traditions in Africa is limited, let alone on the relation between
administrative traditions and adaptation to climate change.
The few studies that have been conducted on administration and administrative
traditions in Africa show relatively weakly developed administrative traditions that
are generally verbal rather politicized, are patrimonial, and stem from—or are
heavily influenced by—colonial administrative traditions (Hyden, 2010). Scholars
that have made detailed studies of specific African countries reveal a complex pic-
ture of various historical factors ranging from colonial heritage, to colonial style, to
precolonial state formation that have all contributed to a variety of administrative
systems (see e.g., Acemoglu, Johnson, & Robinson, 2001). In addition to the unique
origin and character of African administrative traditions, the nature of African cli-
mate adaptation initiatives is also rather different from that of most initiatives in
developed nations. Whereas in developed nations adaptation initiatives are gener-
ally part of nationally or locally determined policy agendas and fit the national or
local policy regimes and (democratic) decision-making structures, adaptation initia-
tives in Africa are often donor funded and driven by foreign development aid
regimes (Bizikova, Parry, Karami, & Echeverria, 2015; Ford et al., 2015; Paavola &
Adger, 2006). Development aid regimes come with their own (administrative) con-
ditions. Bilateral aid programs are shaped in the context of administrative tradi-
tions in donor countries, and, similarly, international organizations have their own
systems of prioritizing, accounting, and knowledge organization, as well as ideas on
what type of governance is most preferable (Andrews, 2010; Lieshout, Went, &
Kremer, 2010; Rodrik, 2006, 2010). This raises the question of whether it is contra-
dictory to undertake climate change adaptation as a national administrative enter-
prise and as an issue of foreign-funded development aid.
Given this complication, the aim of this article is to investigate whether the ideas
elaborated in the Introduction to this special issue (Biesbroek, Peters, et al., in
press) hold for Africa, and whether adaptation on the African continent mirrors
African administrative traditions or, rather, (foreign) aid regimes and discourse. To
do so, this article takes an explorative approach. Following Biesbroek and others,
the article builds a theoretical framework of the types of approaches that can be
expected from official adaptation to climate change in Africa. We then contrast this
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with the official policy framing on adaptation derived from 34 African country-
based National Adaptation Programmes of Action (NAPAs). Our main research
question is whether and how African governments frame the governance challenge
of adapting to a changing climate in light of a country-specific administrative con-
text, or whether the framing follows development aid approaches stemming from
administrative traditions alien to the recipient context.
In the next section, we present our theoretical framework of African administra-
tive traditions and foreign development aid regimes affecting adaptation in Africa,
after which we present our research design and methodology. In our results sec-
tion, we present the framing of adaptation in the available 34 NAPAs and compare
these framings with the ideas on African administrative traditions and foreign aid
regimes affecting adaptation derived from our theoretical framework. The paper
ends by discussing the limitations of our explorative research approach and
answering our central research question.
Theoretical Framework
Adaptation as an Administrative Enterprise
Many climate change adaptation challenges are in essence problems of collective
action (Adger, 2003). Bisaro and Hinkel (2016) distinguish six types of collective
action problems in climate change adaptation. For example, climate change-related
food insecurity typically fits in their two-sided additive conceptualization. Each far-
mer adapting his/her food production to a changing climate will incrementally add
to the country’s overall food supply, ultimately benefitting all inhabitants. Following
Bisaro and Hinkel, making farming practices more resilient to climate change
requires governmental regulation to improve (access to) markets and technologies
or to stimulate innovation. For innovation to take place, collective action might be
needed at a scale that is large enough to raise the means for proper research and
development, insurances, water management, or agricultural extension at large
(InterAcademy Council, 2004; World Bank, 2008). Most of these aspects demand
coordination at a higher scale than the family, community, or village. Coordination
therefore is generally provided for by national administrative systems (Biesbroek,
Lesnikowski, et al., in press; Dyson, 1980; Painter & Peters, 2010; Peters & Pierre,
2016).
Although some scholars have indicated that more polycentric or nonstate-driven
adaptation initiatives are promising (Ostrom, 2010), others show that these ideas
remain untested and that the role of the state and its public administration remains
pivotal in adaptation (Jordan et al., 2015). Administrative systems are generally the
largest type of organizations at country level, capable of implementing large things
(Painter & Peters, 2010). However, this is not to say that each administrative system
is good at implementing the same “large” things. Administrative systems differ per
national context, making adaptation likely to differ in different administrative sys-
tems (Biesbroek, Lesnikowski, et al., in press; Biesbroek et al., 2010; Painter &
Peters, 2010; Vink et al., 2014).
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As pointed out in the Introduction to this special issue (Biesbroek, Peters, et al.,
in press), administrative systems do not operate in isolation but relate to the society
on whose behalf they operate, and administrations have to interact with society to
get things done. Generally, administrations also interact with some form of political
organization. In most developed countries, this interaction might come in various
institutionalized forms, but generally concerns agenda setting and accountability
in—more or less—democratic forms. In other contexts, however, these interaction
patterns might come in different forms. Painter and Peters (2010) define these sys-
tems as administrative traditions, which are relatively stable, historically based sets of
norms, values, routinized behavior, specialized institutions, and relationships
within bureaucracies and with other societal institutions that determine how policy
goals are defined and how policy making is organized. Peters (in press) defines
eight principles that determine administrative traditions (see also the Introduction
to this special issue):
1. Whether the state is organically integrated with society or an autonomous
actor
2. Whether civil servants act as executers of the law or as managers
3. Whether civil servants follow distinct career paths or not
4. How the linkages between interest groups and bureaucracies are organized
5. How uniformity in policies is organized
6. Whether administration is politicized
7. How accountability structures are organized
8. How scientific advice enters administration.
In their focus on the functioning and character of bureaucracies, administrative
traditions are not the same as political traditions, which center on how political
decision-making systems are traditionally organized and relate to society (see e.g.,
Lijphart, 1989). Nevertheless, both traditions are obviously interlinked (Dyson,
1980; Painter & Peters, 2010). If adaptation is largely an administrative enterprise,
administrative traditions are likely to affect how adaptation plays out, and con-
versely the fit of adaptation initiatives with these administrative traditions is likely
to determine the effectiveness of climate change adaptation (Biesbroek, Lesnikow-
ski, et al., in press; Vink et al., 2014).
Administrative Traditions in Africa
Apart from some ancient African political centralizations that roughly correspond
with current state territories (e.g., Ethiopia, Ghana, and Botswana), the formation
of administrative systems is not a typical African affair. Adopting a historical com-
parative perspective, Frankema (2014) highlights how the relative emptiness of the
African continent could be one of the factors explaining the meagre formation of
large-scale indigenous administrative systems. Administrative systems were simply
too expensive per capita to cover large, sparsely populated regions. This is not to
say that societal organization was absent in Africa. A rich tradition of nonstate insti-
tutions has deeply influenced the way colonial and postcolonial states and adminis-
trators function (Hyden, 2010). Moreover, some parts of Africa did witness
precolonial forms of political centralization (Michalopoulos & Papaioannou, 2013).
Foreign Funded Adaptation in Africa 5
In most cases, however, these political centralizations never led to full-blown
national administrative systems, or, as Hyden (2010) explains, traditions in public
administration are still to be defined in many African countries. Most existing
administrative systems are reinterpreted leftovers of colonial powers that imple-
mented copies or extensions of their own administrative tradition (Hyden, 2010).
It is important to note here that, in contrast to colonization in many Asian and
American countries, the colonial interlude was relatively brief in Africa, spanning
only a few generations and was almost exclusively a twentieth-century phenome-
non (Hyden, 2010).
From a cross-continental perspective, administrative systems in Africa are rela-
tively weak in comparison to the strong administrative systems in many Asian coun-
tries. Whereas in Asia bureaucracies are often dominant in relation to political
representation, in Africa politics generally dominate a relatively weak administra-
tion (Painter & Peters, 2010). Furthermore, politics and administration are general
highly intertwined, going beyond party politics alone, and can be characterized as
neopatrimonialist, where each civil servant is his/her own political agent represent-
ing specific interests (Hyden, 2010). Although this kind of neopatrimonialism
might create a tight relation between the administration and specific parts of soci-
ety, administrative capacity to act in the national interest or to get things done at a
nationwide scale remains weak.
Closer examination at country level presents an even more complex picture. To
understand current differences within African governance and development, vari-
ous scholars have attempted to define administrative families on the basis of history
and colonial legacies. Hyden (2010), for example, distinguishes two ideologies
among colonizers: direct rule, in which the colonial system was an extension of the
system at home, and indirect rule, where indigenous institutions functioned as the
lowest organs of administration. The former—much preferred by the French—is
in line with their rather centralized Napoleonic administrative traditions. Indirect
rule, on the other hand, fits the more Pluralist approach common in Anglo-Saxon
countries and was predominantly adopted by British colonizers. Direct rule was
also adopted by the British, however, especially where there were no traditional
African authorities on which to rely (Hyden, 2010). Others (Acemoglu et al., 2001)
add the idea of colonial style to this distinction. In places where harsh conditions led
to high mortality rates among colonizers, colonizing powers adopted more indirect
ruling, focusing on extraction rather than on the development of an administrative
system. Other authors claim that precolonial organization is still dominant in how
current African administration functions, or that the weakness of African adminis-
tration makes nonstate actors relatively important in understanding African gover-
nance (Herbst, 2014).
Although evidence on the importance of each of these variables in distinguishing
administrative families remains inconclusive (Acemoglu et al., 2001), illustrations
indicate how each of these variables are likely to explain parts of current adminis-
trative systems. For example, in a country like Botswana, which was ruled by its col-
onizer Britain through indirect rule, utilizing large parts of the indigenous
Botswanan ruling structures resulted in an effective postcolonial governance struc-
ture (Lieshout et al., 2010). Algeria, on the other hand, is an example of a typical
Napoleonic form of colonization, where the French copied their own centralized
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administrative system with the etatist aim of steering and crafting society, but
almost independent of society. After decolonization, this led to the suspicion that
the Algerians still functioned as “French elites” in the administrative system, fueling
revolution. In contrast, Ethiopia has never been seriously dominated by a foreign
power. The country has its own specific tradition of governing and administering.
Despite a long history of (civil) war and hunger, the country’s governance is doing
relatively well in planning for improvements in food production systems (Huisman
et al., 2016). Conversely, a country like Congo was dominated by an atypical colo-
nial power, Belgium, in a very extractive colonial style. Belgium never invested in
Congo as a state; it did not protect property rights or implement any checks and
balances against governmental expropriation (Acemoglu et al., 2001). Today,
Congo counts as one of the typical weak states riddled by conflict and with a large
role for foreign nonstate actors in relation to mediation of societal conflict and ser-
vice delivery (Autesserre, 2008).
Adaptation as Foreign Aid: A Compromised Role for Administrative Traditions?
In addition to the inconclusive nature of administrative traditions in Africa, the
nature of adaptation in Africa complicates the idea of administrative traditions,
affecting adaptation to climate change even further. From a scholarly perspective,
African adaptation to climate change is framed as entailing common but differenti-
ated responsibilities (Ciplet, Roberts, & Khan, 2013; Dellink et al., 2009; Paavola &
Adger, 2006). Being responsible for most CO2 emissions, the developed countries
are claimed to have most responsibility for developing countries’ climate change
adaptation. In line with that framing, international negotiations educed commit-
ments from developed countries to assist developing countries in adapting to cli-
mate change (Paavola & Adger, 2006). Therefore, adaptation in Africa is
increasingly funded and implemented by international organizations and various
types of (international) climate funds. If a national government’s administrative
capacity is weak—as is the case in most countries in Africa—adaptation generally
depends on international or bilateral funds that funnel their funding indirectly
through international organizations or NGOs responsible for implementing adap-
tation measures (Rai, Kaur, Greene, Wang, & Steele, 2015). In addition to these
(international) funds, existing Official Development Assistance (ODA) has also
adopted climate adaptation as one of its priorities (Ayers & Huq, 2009). Empirical
studies show that adaptation activities in developing countries are indeed largely a
form of development cooperation, following a development aid logic (Bizikova
et al., 2015; Ford et al., 2015).
In administrative terms, funneling climate adaptation funding through foreign
organizations and ODA regimes questions the idea elaborated by Biesbroek, Peters,
and others (in press) in the Introduction to this special issue that administrative tra-
ditions play an important role in how adaptation is taken up as a public policy issue.
Development aid regimes, foreign to recipient countries, come with their own ways
of prioritizing, implementing, and especially accounting to their donor organiza-
tions, or, in the case of ODA, donor countries’ taxpayers. The fact that these struc-
tures do not necessarily fit with recipient countries’ administrative traditions has
resulted in long-standing debates on issues such as agenda-setting legitimacy and
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accountability in and of ODA (Andrews, 2008, 2010; Ebrahim, 2003; Li, 2006;
Lieshout et al., 2010; Rodrik, 2006, 2010). The organizational structure of many
development aid funds and implementing agencies makes ODA to a large extend a
donor-country–based internal affair (see e.g., Lieshout et al., 2010). At least for-
mally, accountability is generally organized in an upward fashion toward the donor
organization, community, or citizens rather than downward to the recipient gov-
ernment or society (Ebrahim, 2003). Moreover, development theories often stem
from foreign contexts, as does the prioritization of issues (Andrews, 2008). Because
of administrative constraints, development programs generally struggle with, or
simply omit, diagnosing the context-specific priorities and the interventions that
work in the recipient context, leading to traditions of blueprint interventions
(Rodrik, 2010). The foreign-informed causal theories behind these blueprints,
their temporal character as donor-driven activities, and the often debatable fit with
the recipient country’s institutional context, at least partly explain the doubtful
track records of many development programs (Andrews, 2010; Li, 2006; Lieshout
et al., 2010; Rodrik, 2006). Hence, organizing climate change adaptation through
development aid regimes and foreign funding might lead to foreign-informed
adaptation theories or even administrative logics that mirror donor (country)
administrative traditions, rather than recipient countries’ administrative traditions.
Foreign Development Aid Approaches in Dealing with African
Administrative Traditions
Examination of important development aid approaches during the last couple of
decades illustrates three different ways in which development aid regimes have
dealt with administrative contexts. None of these approaches seems to have explic-
itly accommodated what scholars like Rodrik (2010) and others (see e.g., Schouten,
Vink, & Vellema, 2018) have labeled proper diagnostics on the role played by each
recipient country’s administration in a certain context, and what that would imply
for the implementation of the development aid approach itself.
 We label the first way development aid approaches deal with administration
as aligning development aid interventions with donor countries’ administra-
tive traditions. This is most visible in bilateral donor-funded approaches,
whose priorities, accountability, and knowledge organization are mostly in
line with donor countries’ administrative traditions. Priorities are often set
by (political) debate in the donor country or through routinized interaction
patterns between administration and civil society (e.g., Western NGOs). The
aligning of interventions with foreign administrative traditions has hindered
the linking of interventions to recipient administrative operations and prior-
itization, jeopardizing the systemic effects of development aid (Ebrahim,
2003; Lieshout et al., 2010).
 We label the second way in which development aid approaches deal with
administration as blueprinting administrative tradition. Many international
development aid agendas have based their operations on causal theories on
preferable types of governance in which public administration should play a
specific role. Donors made these administration models a precondition for
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funding (Lieshout et al., 2010; Rodrik, 2010). A pivotal ideology in this con-
text has been the Washington Consensus, a doctrine adopted by most Bre-
ton Woods institutes during the 1980s and 1990s for allocating financial
support, mainly to African and Latin American states. In its broader agenda
for economic growth, this Washington Consensus prescribed the withdrawal
of public administration from productive sectors like agriculture and that
subsidies should be turned into investments in specific sectors. This
approach mirrors an administrative tradition that is more in line with
Anglo-Saxon traditions in public administration. The doubtful results of this
doctrine in many developing countries made the Washington Consensus fall
from favor at the beginning of this century (Rodrik, 2006). One of the still
dominant ideas about administration can be found in the Good Governance
agenda of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank,
which promotes generalized principles of transparency, accountability, effi-
ciency, fairness, participation, and ownership (Woods, 2000). The strength-
ening of Good Governance in developing countries is both an objective of,
and a condition for, development assistance (Andrews, 2008, 2010; Santiso,
2001). Good Governance criteria assume specific relations between adminis-
tration, society, politics, and expertise that typically mirror the characteris-
tics of many European state traditions: for example, a depoliticized role for
administration, accountability structures toward politics or toward society,
some degree of free societal competition through which societal interests
are served, and a strong role for formal legislation. However, as Painter and
Peters (2010) show, governments are different; and, as Andrews adds,
regardless of how the country scores on Good Governance criteria, govern-
ments appear to be more or less effective (Andrews, 2008, 2010).
 We label the third way in which development aid approaches deal with
administration as ignoring administrative traditions. Many donor-funded
strategies hardly take into account the idea of administrative tradition at all.
In these cases, development cooperation provides assistance via generic
instruments that are employed without reference to administrative systems
or their role in society. Contemporary intervention strategies of donor coun-
tries and international NGOs are market-based approaches to development,
or so-called value chain collaboration beyond the chain to increase small-
holders’ access to technology, inputs, and markets (Bitzer & Glasbergen,
2015; Bitzer, van Wijk, Helmsing, & van der Linden, 2011; Bouma &
Berkhout, 2015; Ros-Tonen, Van Leynseele, Laven, & Sunderland, 2015).
These types of partnerships are understood as collaborations between dif-
ferent value chain actors, often combined with NGOs (Ros-Tonen et al.,
2015). The basic premise of the approach is twofold: (1) by utilizing the
complementary resources and capabilities of actors from different societal
spheres and sectors, societal challenges can be addressed that actors would
not be able to deal with individually; (2) businesses need to have an active
role in addressing societal challenges as a prerequisite for well-functioning
markets and growing economies (Bitzer & Glasbergen, 2015). However, the
structural role and character of administration seems to be largely ignored.
Some authors therefore argue that these market-based approaches are not
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able to address the systemic causes underlying the social, economic, and
environmental sustainability challenges in value chains (Banks & Hulme,
2014; Bouma & Berkhout, 2015).
We have argued that the foreign nature of development aid programs raises
issues about the relation between foreign-funded adaptation and African countries’
administrative traditions. Following from the above, actual African adaptation
could be in line with the ideas developed in the Introduction to this special issue
and mirror administrative traditions based on colonial legacy, but it is also likely to
mirror one of the three development aid approaches and corresponding donor
discourse on administration.
Research Design
In line with the Introduction to this special issue (Biesbroek, Peters, et al., in press),
we built a theoretical framework of how the idea of administrative traditions affect-
ing adaptation conflicts with the foreign-funded nature of adaptation in African
countries. The article aims to explore whether and how the governance of climate
change adaptation in Africa mirrors African administrative traditions or whether it
mirrors development aid approaches to administration. Because the general
understanding of African state traditions is inconclusive, and data on adaptation in
Africa is at most fragmented, we took, as already stated, an explorative research
approach. We aim to shed light on whether there is a similarity between actual Afri-
can adaptation and what could be defined as administrative tradition, or rather
between adaptation and development aid approaches and discourse. With this
approach, we do not aim to be conclusive about all the administrative traditions
that exist in Africa and whether or not actual adaptation follows the variety of these
administrative traditions. Rather, we aim to explore whether there is a relation at
all between adaptation and what could count as (part of) African administrative tra-
ditions or between adaptation and development aid approaches.
To explore these relations, we selected: (1) what is believed to be a dominant fac-
tor influencing administrative traditions in most African countries: colonial legacy;
and (2) development aid approaches to administration. Because of the many colo-
nial legacies in Africa, and the many other (precolonial) factors that are thought to
have played a role in administrative traditions, we selected the two colonial legacies
that are most widespread across Africa and that are most distinctive in their charac-
teristics. The French Napoleonic tradition is well studied and relatively well
defined, just as the rather different British Pluralist tradition. As other administra-
tive traditions like the Belgian or Portuguese traditions are less studied and less dis-
tinguishable from the French tradition, we therefore did not include them in our
selection of traditions, just as traditions from mixed colonial legacies. In addition,
we took the three donor approaches that we labeled in our theoretical framework:
(1) aligning with donor administration, (2) blueprinting administration, and (3)
ignoring administration.
To explore whether foreign-funded adaptation follows either Napoleonic or Plu-
ralist African administrative traditions, or one of the three development aid
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approaches, we chose to contrast both of them with actual African adaptation plans.
The serious limitations in systemized data on actual adaptation activities in Africa,
the novel character of the adaptation issues, and the standardized relatively compa-
rable nature of NAPAs made us follow Bizikova and others (2015) in their focus on
the NAPAs of 34 African nation states. We consider NAPAs a proxy for understand-
ing adaptation on the African continent. NAPAs originate in Article 4 of the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and require Non-
Annex 1 countries to formulate national and regional programs, identifying their
most urgent adaptation needs and formulating measures to respond to these
(Kalame, Kudejira, & Nkem, 2011; Pramova, Locatelli, Brockhaus, & Fohlmeister,
2012). Climate adaptation funds and ODA agencies can use these NAPAs to decide
where and how to allocate donor money. Because NAPAs are essentially recipient
country driven and developed by recipient country administration, this theoreti-
cally allows African governments to take the lead in what scholars like Rodrik
(2010) define as a self-diagnostic approach. Governments can employ their own
analytic capacity in defining their country priorities. Thus, governments could the-
oretically develop priority lists and programmatic approaches that for reasons of
effectiveness fit their administrative tradition rather than development aid
approaches. Although we agree with Ford and others (2015) that Africa’s NAPAs
reflect wish lists rather than actual adaptation governance, we believe that for sys-
temized comparative analysis NAPAs are currently the best available source of data.
Methods
We identified the 34 African countries that have developed a NAPA and down-
loaded their NAPAs from the UNFCCC website. Given our focus on the role of
administrative tradition in governing adaptation, we analyzed how adaptation
plans are officially framed as governance issues in the NAPAs. Following the frame
analysis methodology proposed by scholars in public administration (see e.g., De-
wulf et al., 2009; Sch€on & Rein, 1994) allowed us to understand how African gov-
ernments officially make sense of adaptation as a governance issue: is it framed as
an administrative enterprise that has to fit specific characteristics of their adminis-
trative tradition or as a development aid-driven activity that has to fit donor priori-
ties and ideas? Because most of the NAPAs consist of many hundreds of pages of
text, we limited our frame of analysis to the relevant text fragments that explicitly
refer to adaptation to climate change as a governance issue. We did so by searching
the NAPAs for topics that refer to how the adaptation plans acknowledge either
recipient administrative structures or development aid approaches. In this, we fol-
lowed Peters (in press) in his eight principles of administrative tradition, of which
we used the concepts that signal very basic distinctions likely to be mentioned in
governance-related framing. We chose “accountability” and “governance” and
their possible conjugations in both English and French as search terms to find the
framing of adaptation as an administrative or governance issue. Frames addressing
“accountability” possibly refer to part of what a country’s administrative tradition
looks like, or to whom or to what adaptation activities should be accountable.
Frames possibly reflect either a Napoleonic tradition—centralized etatist
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administration, in which case implementation is expected to be accountable to law
or central government—or a Pluralist tradition—decentralized administration
mediating societal players, in which implementation would be held accountable to
society or politics (Painter & Peters, 2010), or any development aid approach—
donor-related planning and accountability to donor organizations. Frames address-
ing “governance” could signal how adaptation is framed as a governance issue in
general (e.g., community driven, market oriented, donor oriented, state oriented,
Good Governance oriented). In Table 1, we have grouped the frames that are theo-
retically expected for each administrative tradition and development aid approach.
Using both search terms, we derived 57 text fragments from the 34 NAPAs,
which we present in Appendix A. We subsequently conducted frame analysis on
the text fragments. From the discovered framing of the searched accountability
and governance issues, we developed the table in Appendix B. We categorized the
results per administrative tradition, which we presented in Figure 1.
Results
Between 2004 and 2017, 34 out of 54 African states developed a NAPA. Of these
African NAPAs, 47% refer to general governance models, mostly Good Gover-
nance, as the driving logic behind the preferred organization of adaptation. Half of
all NAPAs make reference to Pluralist characteristics, mostly by referring exten-
sively to the decentralized character of adaptation, the need for societal actors to
take part in adaptation, the managerial role of administration, and the need for
transparency and accountability to society. Only 15% of NAPAs make reference to
Napoleonic characteristics, mostly in terms of the pivotal role of central govern-
ment, the importance of national legislation, and the accountability of adaptation
activities to central government. A similarly small percentage of NAPAs (12%) make
reference to alignment with donor agencies; this seems to suggest that African
Table 1. Accountability and Governance Frames to Be Expected for Administrative Traditions and
Development Aid Approaches Dealing with Administration




Adaptation activities to be held accountable
to society or politics, possibly through
decentralized administration
Adaptation activities should be governed




Adaptation activities to be held accountable
to law, central government, or expertise





Adaptation activities to be held accountable
to donor organizations or donor countries
Adaptation activities should be governed





Accountability should be organized through
an explicitly named governance model
like New Public Management, Good
Governance, or Liberalization
Adaptation activities should be governed
through an explicitly named governance





Accountability for adaptation should be
arranged through market mechanisms,
NGOs, or society
Adaptation activities should be governed
through NGOs, societal players, the
market, or any other nongovernmental
stakeholders
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governments do not anticipate alignment with donor-based administrative tradi-
tions or logics on a wide scale. A quarter (26%) of NAPAs make no reference to
administration or governance. These NAPAs primarily list adaptation priorities
and activities without referring to these as a governance issue.
Of the nine African NAPAs that stem from a Pluralist colonial legacy, more than
half make reference to Pluralist characteristics and no reference is made to Napole-
onic characteristics; this is in line with the idea of adaptation mirroring administra-
tive tradition. Still, one third of these NAPAs (also) make reference to general
governance models, mostly Good Governance, as the guiding principles for
the governance of adaptation initiatives. Relatively few NAPAs fully ignore gover-
nance or administration, and little reference is made to alignment with donor
administration.
Strikingly, among the 14 African NAPAs that stem from countries with a Napole-
onic tradition, 64% make reference to Pluralist characteristics. Similarly, 56% of
these countries make reference to general governance models, mostly Good Gover-
nance or Liberalization; this seems to contradict the idea of adaptation mirroring
administrative traditions. On the other hand, this group of countries is the only
group that also makes reference to Napoleonic characteristics in their framing of
adaptation; this could suggest that, unlike any other administrative tradition, the
Napoleonic administrative tradition is a precondition for finding Napoleonic char-
acteristics in the framing of adaptation governance.
Figure 1. African NAPAs Mirroring Administrative Tradition and Development Aid Approaches to Dealing with
Administration
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Among the eleven African NAPA countries that stem from administrative tradi-
tions other than a Pluralist or Napoleonic colonial legacy, a relative large propor-
tion (55%) make reference to general governance models in their framing of
adaptation governance—the highest percentage of the three groups of NAPA
countries referring to general governance models. This group also contains the
highest proportion of NAPAs (36%) making no reference at all to administration
or governance, suggesting that countries with clearly distinguishable colonial leg-
acies are more likely to make some reference to the corresponding administrative
traditions.
Discussion
As discussed in our research design and methods sections, both the nature of
administrative traditions in Africa and the data on actual adaptation are at most
fragmented. Consequently, our results do not point toward a clear and unambigu-
ous conclusion as to whether administrative traditions are affecting adaptation in
Africa, or as to whether, in a context of foreign-funded adaptation, development
aid approaches prevail in how adaptation is organized. However, our explorative
approach did reveal some patterns that signal relations between adaptation and
administrative traditions or development aid approaches. We now discuss these
patterns, make some suggestions about other factors that could explain the pat-
terns discussed, and finalize our discussion with the limitations of our research and
the implications of our research for policy makers.
First of all, our results do suggest that administrative traditions might play a
role. In particular, the fact that only the NAPAs from former French colonies repro-
duce Napoleonic traditions in climate adaptation suggests that the Napoleonic
administrative traditions might be a precondition for finding Napoleonic character-
istics reflected in adaptation plans. On the other hand, a large proportion of NAPAs
stemming from countries with a French colonial legacy refer to Pluralist character-
istics. Similarly, countries with other colonial legacies also appear to reflect Pluralist
characteristics in their NAPAs. Both findings could signal the inconclusive nature
of administrative traditions in Africa, and therefore show that colonial legacy is not
the right indicator for administrative traditions in Africa. It could also mean that
new, more Anglo-Saxon ideas on administration, have traveled over the last deca-
des from the Anglo-Saxon world to countries with non-British colonial legacies,
possibly alongside New Public Management discourse or other general governance
models (Peters, 1998; Rodrik, 2010).
Our second, most convincing finding is that NAPAs extensively refer to general
governance models. This would imply that in African adaptation plans develop-
ment aid blueprinting traditions prevail over administrative traditions. The other
two development aid approaches are much less reflected in the NAPAs. The limited
NAPAs’ alignment with donor administration would confirm no direct donor
involvement in the drafting of NAPAs. In case of the few NAPAs that ignore admin-
istration altogether, this at least suggests that NAPA countries do not consider
administration an issue of concern for adaptation, or that that NAPA countries
anticipate donor aversion toward recipient countries’ administration. Hence, a
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mechanistic explanation for these results could be that African governments have
deliberately mainstreamed models like Good Governance, or administration free
models in adaptation to seek aid, or otherwise anticipated the form of governance
preferred by donor agencies, rather than following their own administrative
traditions.
Although our results point toward a dominant pattern of blueprinting adminis-
tration in African adaptation to climate change, we do recognize that this pattern
is at most a partial reflection of actual adaptation in Africa. First of all we recog-
nize that NAPAs are a snapshot, or at most government centered wish lists, rather
than concrete adaptation activities (Ford et al., 2015). Despite government inten-
tions, actual African adaptation might largely come down to nonstate community
driven activities, or market initiatives. In addition to that, official adaptation plans
might have symbolic meaning or point to political intentions rather than being
substantive policies that could tell us something about how official adaptation is
actually governed, whether that mirrors administrative tradition, and what this
means for how adaptation materializes (Dupuis & Biesbroek, 2013). Second, we
are aware that the UNFCCC-driven guidelines for governments drafting NAPAs
do not request any reflection on (country-specific) administrative traditions or
governance. Hence, it could be argued that we should not be surprised that 26%
of all African NAPAs present seemingly administration-free wish lists of
interventions.
Despite these possible alternative interpretations of our results, which limit the
strength of our research, we do believe our results still indicate that African adapta-
tion is very likely to be affected more by development aid approaches to adminis-
tration rather than administrative traditions. We do acknowledge that actual
adaptation might be much broader than government-centered NAPAs, which limit
the generalizability or our results. However, the government-centered collective
action typically required for adaptation does suggest that government plans might
play a relatively large role in actual adaptation (Adger, 2003; Bisaro & Hinkel,
2016; Biesbroek, Lesnikowski, et al., in press; Biesbroek, Peters, et al., in press). In
addition to that, the observation that NAPAs are wish lists rather than actual adap-
tation activities does not mean NAPAs might still play a major role in the agenda
setting for the international donor community. Their agenda-setting function for
the lion’s share of Africa’s adaptation funding does suggests their framing will at
least have some effect on how actual adaptation will materialize (see e.g., Dupuis &
Knoepfel, 2013; Hulme, 2009; Sch€on & Rein, 1994; Vink, 2015). Finally, although
the NAPA guidelines might blur our results, they may also be the very example of
the development aid ways of dealing with recipient administration. The guidelines’
ignorance of country-specific administrative context might add to our conclusion
that a context-free or a blueprint approach prevails in foreign-funded adaptation
in Africa (see e.g., Lieshout et al., 2010; Rodrik, 2010).
In terms of the implications of our results for climate adaptation policy, we fol-
low development scholars like Rodrik (2010), Andrews (2008), and Lieshout and
others (2010) who signal the adverse or even devastating policy effects of the blue-
print traditions in development aid approaches and donor administration. In line
with these findings, we suggest that foreign-funded adaptation runs the risk of add-
ing to traditions of administrative blueprinting rather than encouraging adaptation
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that fits country-specific traditions in administration. To prevent the governance
failures associated with these blueprint models, we follow Rodrik (2010) in his pleas
for more diagnostic approaches toward existing country context. In our case, diag-
nostics concerns proper analysis of what a specific existing administrative context
or tradition looks like, and what it is capable of. Diagnostics before prescribing
interventions are more likely to yield interventions that fit a specific administrative
tradition and therefore are more likely to be effective (Biesbroek, Lesnikowski,
et al., in press; Biesbroek, Peters, et al., in press). We therefore suggest that admin-
istrative diagnostics should become an integral part of donor-funded adaptation
strategies by including them as a requirement in the NAPA guidelines.
A final issue, which arises in light of our plea for more diagnostics instead of
blueprinting models like Good Governance, is that Berrang-Ford and others
(2014) do find a positive link between what they refer to as Good Governance and
cross-national variations in climate adaptation progress on a global scale. Contrary
to our claim, this would suggest that adopting a Good Governance agenda could
improve the adaptive capacity of African countries. A closer look reveals, however,
that Good Governance as employed in Berrang-Ford and others’ (2014) statistical
models stems from perceptions on corruption in governmental organizations as
measured by Transparency International. This is a different, rather narrow defini-
tion of Good Governance compared to the IMF’s broader Good Governance
agenda. In addition, the on average low scores on the Good Governance indicator
in Africa, and Africa’s relatively limited adaptation progress, might first of all signal
the relatively weak administrative capacity of many African countries in relation to
other developed countries, rather than the effectiveness of universal blueprint gov-
ernance ideas.
Conclusion
This article addressed the research question of whether African governments fol-
low their own country’s specific administrative tradition to frame the governance
challenge of adapting to climate change, or whether the framing follows develop-
ment aid approaches stemming from administrative traditions alien to the recipient
context. To answer this question, we conducted a frame analysis of 34 NAPAs as
developed by African states. Although the inconclusive nature of African adminis-
trative traditions and the debatable meaning of NAPAs limit the strength of our
findings, our analysis does show some patterns that we believe can be viewed as
one of the first signs of how official African perspectives on adaptation play out in
light of African administrative traditions.
Our analysis shows that NAPAs meagerly frame the governance challenge in line
with the administrative tradition that could be expected based on their country’s
colonial legacy. NAPAs rather extensively frame the governance challenge of cli-
mate change adaptation as administration free or in terms of generalized donor-
informed governance models like Good Governance. We conclude that in official
African adaptation plans (NAPAs) development aid approaches of blueprinting
administrative models prevail over reflections of administrative traditions to be
expected based on colonial legacy.
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In line with pleas of development scholars like Rodrik (2010), who signal the
adverse policy effects of the one-size-fits-all logics often adopted by development
aid approaches, our results suggest that foreign-funded adaptation runs the risk of
adding to these adverse traditions of administrative blueprinting rather than
encouraging adaptation that fits country-specific traditions in administration. We
follow Rodrik (2010) in his pleas for more diagnostic approaches toward the exist-
ing administrative systems. These diagnostics could become an integral part of
NAPA guidelines and donor-funded adaptation strategies.
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